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Abstract
There continue to be challenges of transfer from re-
search evidence to practice in education. This paper 
reports on the implementation of a well- evidenced 
Reciprocal Reading approach in 35 schools across 
a high poverty region in England, working coopera-
tively at transition between primary and secondary. 
The purpose of the research reported here was 
not to test children to establish whether Reciprocal 
Reading improves student outcomes, as randomised 
controlled trial evidence from studies in England has 
already established the positive impact of this ap-
proach in primary and secondary schools. Instead, 
a process evaluation was undertaken using naturally 
occurring data and staff survey data, to understand 
whether it is possible to implement this approach 
across a region with high fidelity. The theory of 
change exemplified in previous randomised con-
trolled trial evaluations was used to interrogate the 
data in respect of teacher behaviours and attitudes, 
and student behaviours as reported by school staff 
during implementation. Findings suggest high levels 
of adherence to programme design and resources 
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INTRODUCTION

Globally there is an urgency to enable young people to improve their education outcomes. 
This is evidenced by student outcomes in OECD countries, where on average, 23% of young 
people aged 15 failed to attain baseline levels of reading proficiency, restricting their effec-
tive and productive participation in life (OECD, 2019). With regards to comprehension, which 
is a necessary skill to access the curriculum in school and for effective functioning beyond, 
over 91% of students failed to attain Level 5 or 6 in the PISA reading test, which requires 
the ability to comprehend lengthy texts, deal with concepts that are abstract, or establish 
distinctions between fact and opinion (OECD, 2019).

The Human Capital Project led by the World Bank seeks to raise awareness and in-
crease demand for interventions to build human capital, with a particular focus on reducing 

by schools was present across the sample during 
implementation, together with staff competence and 
positive relational factors during programme delivery. 
These findings are in line with health- based research 
where high fidelity of implementation is used as an 
indicator of transfer to practice.

K E Y W O R D S
knowledge transfer, fidelity of implementation, using evidence in 
schools to improve reading outcomes

Context and implications

Rationale for this study

This study provides the opportunity to investigate the translation of research into 
practice of an evidence- based reading intervention to promote teaching for compre-
hension in schools in England.

Why the new findings matter

Our study findings provide support for the use of implementation integrity as a metric 
for assessing knowledge transfer in future studies.

Implications for policy and practice

The implications of our work are relevant to researchers, policy makers, and senior 
leaders in schools, as an exemplar of the way in which focusing on integrity of im-
plementation through the interrogation of a logic model can be an important tool to 
assess the success of research translation into practice in different education set-
tings. This approach is most effective when the programme being implemented is 
designed with a strong theoretical basis and pedagogic behaviours for teachers and 
students based on the theory.
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Learning Poverty, defined as the inability to read and understand a short, age- appropriate 
text by age 10 (World Bank, 2019a). The indicator includes reading proficiency as measured 
in school and is adjusted by the proportion of children not enrolled in school (World Bank, 
2019b). Although all foundational skills are important, the World Bank focuses on reading as 
this is considered a ‘gateway to learning in every other area’, and ‘can serve as a proxy for 
foundational learning in other subjects, in the same way that the absence of child stunting 
is a marker of healthy early childhood development’ (World Bank, 2019a, p. 1). In low-  and 
middle- income countries 53% of children cannot read and understand a simple story by the 
end of primary school. In poor countries, the level is as high as 80% (World Bank, 2019b). 
As a high- income country, the proportion of children living in Learning Poverty in the UK is 
3.4% and is 20.95% better than the average for high- income countries (World Bank, 2019a). 
Nevertheless, the World Bank calls all countries to improve their literacy outcomes, includ-
ing strengthening the education systems so that literacy improvements can be sustained 
and scaled up, enabling improved achievement in education outcomes in line with the United 
Nations Sustainable Development Goal for Education (World Bank, 2019b).

A body of international evidence links a significant proportion of children who do not reach 
their full academic potential with socioeconomic status (Matherly et al., 2017; Pishghadam, 
2011). Despite the UK’s comparative success even amongst high- income countries, in 
England the length and depth of disadvantage are also related to attainment and progress 
(Blanden & Gregg, 2004; Gorard et al., 2020; Gorard et al., 2019). This poses a particular 
challenge for socio- economically less advantaged students with, on average, lower attain-
ment outcomes at school. For example, in 2019 only 51% of disadvantaged students in 
England, achieved the expected reading standards at age 11 (Department for Education 
(DfE), 2019a). The same year, only 24.9% achieved English and maths GCSE at grades 5 
or above at age 16, with only 1.5% of students with low prior attainment at 11 meeting the 
expected standard at age 16 in English and maths (DfE, 2019b). In respect of poor academic 
outcomes, particularly in English, although the issue may lie in a lack of literacy experiences 
outside of school, schools from high poverty areas continue to seek means to address 
inequalities in academic outcomes by improving literacy standards for struggling students.

Student performance data in England (DfE, 2019a, 2019b) demonstrates the urgency 
to empower struggling readers with skills to access the curriculum in English and other 
subjects, and for staff to embed evidence in schools to improve reading outcomes. To suc-
ceed, schools must use evidence- informed approaches capable of improving the reading 
outcomes of struggling students and ensure fidelity of delivery through systematic and sus-
tainable implementation of the evidence. However, there is a recognised lack of evidence- 
use in both education policy and practice (Gorard, 2018). Fidelity of implementation of 
evidence- informed approaches is accepted as a driver to improvement in the health sector, 
with acknowledgement that it is difficult to achieve (Aarons et al., 2011; Proctor et al., 2011; 
Rolls- Reutz et al., 2020). Knowledge transfer from research evidence into practice is also 
a major concern in improving educational practices (Gorard et al., 2020; Levin et al., 2011), 
requiring a supported framework, from the need identification to the implementation of the 
solution (Becheikh et al., 2009; McLeod et al., 2013).

This paper reports preliminary findings from July 2021, of a study which commenced in 
January 2020 and is ongoing until July 2022, providing an example of evidence- informed 
implementation across a high poverty region in England. The north- east of England has the 
second highest low- income and deprivation rate after inner London (Bradshaw, 2020) and 
is therefore an important geographic region to situate a study where schools are upskilled 
in the implementation of an evidence- informed approach to improve literacy outcomes in 
high poverty areas. Thirty- five schools from seven Local Authority areas in the north- east of 
England participated in the study implementing the evidence- informed Reciprocal Reading 
approach as a targeted intervention for struggling readers in their schools. Reciprocal 
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Reading has a strong theoretical basis and has been tested using randomised controlled 
trial (RCT) methodology in England, with findings of positive impact on reading outcomes 
when used as a targeted approach (O’Hare et al., 2019; Thurston et al., 2020).

In line with recommendations from the literature from health and education, a supported 
framework has been used in the study with participating school staff, which includes ev-
idence translation materials and interactive approaches (McLeod et al., 2013; Nelson & 
O’Beirne, 2014). The Reciprocal Reading Logic Model outlined in Figure 1 was interrogated 
to assess fidelity of implementation as a driver to improvement, using data in respect of 
staff training and engagement, together with staff survey data from the sample of schools. 
Fidelity of implementation was thus used as an indicator of evidence transfer to practice 
(McLeod et al., 2013; Rolls- Reutz et al., 2020).

BACKGROUND

Knowledge mobilisation: From evidence to practice

The complexity of implementing evidence into practice is well recognised, with existing stub-
born barriers to success (Becheikh et al., 2009; Durbin & Nelson, 2014; Gorard et al., 2020). 
Despite attempts to encourage evidence use, teaching has been criticised as ‘not currently 
an evidence- informed profession’ (Durbin & Nelson, 2014, p. 3). More recently, educationists 
still maintain that high quality research has not yet been embedded into policy or practice 
(Gorard, 2018). In England, in recent years, the Education Endowment Foundation has made 
a significant contribution to evidence production through funding of high- quality research 
projects and aims to improve evidence dissemination for schools through the Teaching 
and Learning Toolkit (EEF, 2021). Nonetheless, despite the available evidence from recent 
years, research evidence still has limited influence on practitioner's decision making when 
compared to other sources such as their personal experiences; colleagues’ opinions; ac-
counts from other schools; and professional development when it is not evidence- informed 
(Nelson & Walker, 2019; Walker et al., 2019).

To test the effectiveness of evidence dissemination into schools, and to gather under-
standing about evidence- use in education, the EEF commissioned the Literacy Octopus dis-
semination trial, which reported findings in 2017. This RCT included five arms and focused 
on Key Stage 2 in the primary stage, testing various approaches to knowledge mobilisation 
into schools and its impact on literacy outcomes. Results of the dissemination attempts 
found no positive impact on either student attainment or the likelihood of teachers to use 

F I G U R E  1  Logic model— Reciprocal Reading programme
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research to inform their practice (Lord et al., 2017), and the evaluators concluded that simple 
passive dissemination is insufficient to make a difference to student outcomes (Lord et al., 
2019).

It is proposed that knowledge mobilisation, the process by which evidence is imple-
mented into practice, if it is to have impact, requires the translation of evidence into use-
ful materials, complemented by mediation and/or support (Becheikh et al., 2009; Durbin & 
Nelson, 2014; Nelson & O’Beirne, 2014). For this reason, there is a call for better interaction 
and collaboration between researchers and teaching professionals if knowledge is to be 
mobilised effectively (Read et al., 2013), and for mediation for this purpose (Campbell & 
Levin, 2012). A linkage component is recommended, where intermediaries help translate 
evidence into usable materials and where researchers interact with teachers who use the 
knowledge (Becheikh et al., 2009). Nelson and O’Beirne (2014) highlight the importance of 
transforming research findings into teacher- specific resources including social interaction to 
mediate between research and practice to lead to the implementation of research- informed 
strategies. This resonates with findings from the Literacy Octopus trial recommendation that 
schools need more support in navigating evidence- informed materials to improve teaching 
and learning (Lord et al., 2019).

Despite difficulties that may be encountered, up- skilling school practitioners in 
evidence- informed approaches should be more prevalent than it currently is, and other 
fields, such as the health sector, provide helpful guidance here. For example, receptive-
ness of practitioners to new knowledge is important for high- quality evidence to make a 
difference (Brownson, 2017), particularly when it includes support such as support and 
feedback in specific areas (Miller et al., 2006). The health sector identifies that during 
the process of embedding research, attitudes and behaviour when changed must take 
place at all levels within the system, including at the level of the individual, the staff team 
and the organisation (Harvey & Kitson, 2015), and advocate a supported framework for 
the process during implementation (McLeod et al., 2013). Systematic review evidence 
from the social science literature endorses behavioural approaches for knowledge mo-
bilisation of interventions to have impact. These include opportunities to engage with the 
interventions, the motivation to engage, and the skills and capabilities to understand and 
use the outputs (Langer et al., 2016). This echoes with educationists who have for some 
time defended the need for a shared theory of action and collective buy- in for systematic 
subscription of a proposed reform (Magolda & Ebben, 2007; Ravitz, 2010). Suggestions 
include more capacity for schools to find, share, understand and use research in order to 
ensure impact (Cooper et al., 2009).

Fidelity when implementing an evidence- informed approach is an indicator of imple-
mentation quality (McLeod et al., 2013) and an implementation driver (Aarons et al., 2011; 
Proctor et al., 2011). Researchers from the health sector provide a helpful supported frame-
work including four elements of treatment fidelity (McLeod et al., 2013). These include: (1) 
adherence to the design during delivery; (2) competence during delivery; (3) adherence 
to the content/resources of the intervention with no additions from other interventions; (4) 
relational factors (which in education might include an alliance between the trainer and the 
teacher, and school staff teams in respect of an educational intervention).

The study reported in this paper draws from this body of research and was designed to 
include high- quality teacher training to translate the evidence for practitioners, including 
manuals and resources for schools and practitioner support. This training and support for 
practitioners uses cooperative learning structures (Johnson et al., 2000, 2010). In addition, 
the staff working structures promoted through the requirement of staff teams and school 
clusters to work together offered opportunities for practitioners to learn from one another co-
operatively, fostering a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This study is informed 
by the supported framework which McCleod recommends, and fidelity of implementation is 
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used as an indicator of evidence transfer to practice (McLeod et al., 2013; Rolls- Reutz et al., 
2020).

Reciprocal reading: Theory and evidence

Approaches to teaching phonics are commonly used in schools to raise reading stand-
ards, yet student performance data in England (DfE, 2019a,2019b) still indicates a need 
for improving reading standards, despite this focus on phonics. Systematic approaches to 
teaching comprehension in primary or secondary schools are less pervasive than phonics 
teaching. This is despite the evidence that pedagogy for comprehension using reciprocal 
reading can have a positive impact on the reading outcomes of struggling readers (O’Hare 
et al., 2019; Thurston et al., 2020).

Reading comprehension instruction is a method used for improving reading, with existing 
interventions including inference training (Kispal, 2008), and reciprocal reading, often used 
in New Zealand and the USA (Palincsar, 1982). The approach encourages a slower pace of 
reading to nurture thinking about the text and to facilitate a more in- depth understanding of 
the text (Palincsar et al., 1989). Explicit teaching of four strategies (predict, clarify, question, 
summarise) is undertaken through social modelling and scaffolding (Palincsar et al., 1988). 
Through this scaffolded approach teachers pass on responsibility to students (Van de Pol 
et al., 2010) as they become more skilled in using the strategies themselves. Supporting the 
students through scaffolding is a key element of the modelling process in reciprocal reading. 
This approach is supported by Vygotsky’s theory of learning within the ‘zone of proximal 
development’, where scaffolding through teacher mediation and carefully directed support 
promotes learning (1978).

The reciprocal element in the intervention is demonstrated as students interact with one 
another cooperatively in small groups. In this way students learn to decipher meaning while 
reading the texts together (Palincsar & Brown, 1986). The Reciprocal Reading intervention 
takes the format of cooperative learning where small groups of students interact with their 
peers through learning activities towards a common goal, and thereby learn together, being 
cognitively challenged by their peers and by the adult who scaffolds the learning. Within their 
groups, as there is mutual dependence between students to achieve the reciprocal reading 
goals, the use of the four strategies together promotes social interdependence whereby indi-
vidual success is associated with the common goal of the group. If the group is not working 
towards the common goal according to the prescribed patterns for interaction, the individu-
als in the group may not benefit fully from the interaction.

Evidence supports the use of cooperative learning with students of all ages across the 
curriculum when the cooperative learning activities are appropriately structured for learners’ 
capabilities. For example, a meta- analysis undertaken by Johnson et al. (2000) reported 
positive effects (ES +0.19– 0.91), and the Education Endowment Foundation Teaching and 
Learning Toolkit (EEF, 2021) promotes collaborative learning as a very low- cost approach 
with positive impact (ES +0.5).

The social interactions that occur during cooperative learning are underpinned by Social 
Interdependence Theory, which infers that there must be certain conditions present for co-
operative learning to occur (Johnson & Johnson, 2012; Johnson et al., 2010). In the case 
of the UK- based Reciprocal Reading intervention, the cooperative learning structure of the 
sessions include four elements in line with Social Interdependence Theory. First, there is 
a clear goal structure, where students work in small groups together during sessions to 
read and understand the selected texts. Second, positive interdependence is supported be-
tween students, as students take turns to lead the process, including clear interactions when 
using the four- strategy sequence (predict, clarify, question, summarise). Third, individual 
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accountability is developed as every student in the group practices individual responsibility 
by using the four strategies, and then reflects on their own and their peer's performance of 
the strategy- use and the subsequent understanding of the text. Fourth, interaction patterns 
through the organisation of the small group work are conducive to fostering social interac-
tion, and to promoting and enhancing individual social skills.

There is evidence of positive outcomes of using reciprocal reading, as designed in the 
USA and New Zealand (Crawford & Skipp, 2014; Palincsar, 1982; Palinscar & Brown, 1984; 
Rosenshine & Meister, 1994; Sporer et al., 2009). Meta- analysis evidence indicates an ef-
fect size of +0.32, although the studies included varying research designs (Rosenshine 
& Meister, 1994). A randomised controlled trial (RCT) including 41 schools in the UK re-
ported a more modest effect size of +0.09 (Crawford & Skipp, 2014). The recent UK- based 
adaptation of the Reciprocal Reading targeted intervention developed by Fischer Family 
Trust Literacy, has been tested in England using RCT design and a positive impact was 
detected. RCT evidence including a sample of 100 primary schools, found positive effects 
in student reading outcomes of ES +0.14– 0.18 when used with students aged 9– 11 (O’Hare 
et al., 2019). The Reciprocal Reading intervention was then adapted for use as a targeted 
intervention with an older population of students aged 11– 13. A Phase 2 trial tested the in-
tervention in secondary schools and found positive effects in improved reading in this older 
population (ES +0.13– 0.25) (Thurston et al., 2020).

THE RECIPROCAL READING PROGRAMME (RR)

The Logic Model (Figure 1) outlined below identifies the inputs, outputs and outcomes of the 
Reciprocal Reading programme, including the intervention delivery in schools. In line with 
recommendations from the literature, the Reciprocal Reading intervention used in this study 
includes professional development based on evidence- informed theory (Coe et al., 2014). 
Professional development is an integral part of the programme to upskill staff in the effec-
tive implementation of the intervention. To enable fidelity of implementation, the outcome 
of the Reciprocal Reading intervention therefore depends upon a number of components 
in respect of training and resources. School teams are trained together to deliver this ap-
proach, including head teacher buy- in. Training includes a group of staff with one teacher 
lead (who monitors and supports the school team) and two teaching assistants (delivery- 
staff) who train together over two days, to understand the evidence, and become familiar 
with the teaching method and resources, to plan and then deliver the intervention for the 
recommended duration, in accordance with the evidence. The school teams also receive 
two support sessions from the expert trainer during delivery to consolidate learning. In line 
with previous research, training is needed to improve teacher knowledge, and contributes to 
changing professional pedagogies of reading instruction, in respect of scaffolding and sup-
porting student- learning using cooperative structures to promote student's use of the four 
reciprocal reading strategies to improve their comprehension (O’Hare et al., 2019; Thurston 
et al., 2020). As well as training and support sessions, professional development includes 
practitioner manual, student resources and age- appropriate texts, as well as a community 
of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) for school staff to train and work together in teams, and 
meet and discuss implementation issues regularly. The training and support design of the 
Reciprocal Reading intervention uses cooperative learning structures (Johnson et al., 2000). 
This package of training, support and resources is important to ensure fidelity of implemen-
tation of this evidence- informed approach as a driver to improvement, as recommended by 
the literature on knowledge mobilisation (Rolls- Reutz et al., 2020).

In addition to school teams training together, during this study, schools were clustered 
to work together in groups of 3– 4. Each school cluster included staff from both primary 
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stage (Key Stage 2) and secondary stage (Key Stage 3), at this important transition point 
within the system. It is accepted that transition between the primary and secondary stage in 
education is a difficult time for students (van Resn et al., 2018). A poor transition can have 
potential negative effects on well- being and mental health in young people, and lead to poor 
academic achievement and school dropout (Waters et al., 2012). In line with recommenda-
tions that both schools and staff should work more effectively together at transition between 
the primary and secondary stage, this study ensured that school clusters fostered cooper-
ative working between schools, and between school staff (van Resn et al., 2018). A coop-
erative working structure was used during the professional development phase, to embed 
a systematic approach to teaching reading comprehension using Reciprocal Reading as 
an intervention for struggling readers at transition between primary and secondary stages. 
Professional development for the Reciprocal Reading intervention, as well as student learn-
ing, was underpinned by Social Interdependence Theory, and included the four elements of 
cooperation between school staff (shared goal structure, positive interdependence, individ-
ual accountability, and promotive interaction patterns) (Johnson & Johnson, 2012; Johnson 
et al., 2010).

Once the outputs outlined in the Logic Model (Figure 1) have been completed, and staff 
have undertaken professional development day 1 and received the teacher manual, student 
resources and books, the school teams begin their implementation of the intervention in 
school, outlined in the outputs section of the Logic Model (Figure 1). The teacher lead within 
each school team supports planning and delivery of the intervention by teaching assistants, 
and monitors implementation. School teams meet regularly during planning and interven-
tion delivery to ensure fidelity of implementation and to nurture a community of practice 
with staff buy- in. School teams are provided with guidance to select eligible students for 
the Reciprocal Reading intervention. Eligible students are those who have weaker reading 
comprehension skills in comparison to their reading accuracy. The school teams timetable 
the intervention into the school day for small group delivery (4– 8 students) over approxi-
mately 6 months (with 10- week delivery being the minimum). During the implementation 
phase, staff attend professional development day 2, receive support from the training pro-
vider (FFTL) and engage in community of practice meetings.

During sessions, as described in the Logic Model (Figure 1), students use the four strat-
egies in the RR intervention sequentially (ideally 2– 3 sequences per session), and every 
individual engages in the intervention working cooperatively in small groups of between four 
and eight students. Each student learns to predict what happens next in the text, making 
and exploring inferences. Students in their group then clarify any elements of the text they 
do not understand, including through use of dictionaries, to develop their critical evaluation. 
Students then identify questions from the text focusing on the main ideas being conveyed, 
and finally summarise the text to monitor their understanding. As recommended by research 
(Higgins et al., 2014), whilst reading the text, students learn to monitor their understanding 
through using the four strategies, particularly summarising and questioning. Conversations 
about the process of reading, and strategies practised begin to take place. Shared dialogues 
continue amongst the students themselves, which enables them to begin to assess their 
own understanding of text, to identify when they do not understand a text, and to use the 
strategies to overcome barriers to understanding.

RECIPROCAL READING (RR): THEORY OF CHANGE

The theory of change is described in Figure 1, the inputs and outputs of which were out-
lined in greater detail in Section 3 above. In line with the literature, fidelity is an indicator of 
implementation quality (McLeod et al., 2013) and an implementation driver (Aarons et al., 
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2011; Proctor et al., 2011). Therefore, it is proposed that the professional development train-
ing structure and the use of the alternative Reciprocal Reading pedagogies during training 
and delivery will have an impact on the teaching practices of the participating teachers and 
teaching assistants. In turn, it is proposed that students who are systematically exposed to 
using the four strategies (predict, question, clarify, summarise) in the format provided work-
ing effectively in small groups cooperatively to interrogate text, will develop their skills and 
improve their reading ability, resulting in improved reading outcomes.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The study addressed the following questions to understand whether the evidence- informed 
Reciprocal Reading intervention is deliverable across a group of schools in primary and 
secondary settings at transition between Year 6 and Year 7, exploring whether there were 
significant variations in implementation fidelity.

Is the Reciprocal Reading intervention deliverable in schools in respect of:

a. school adherence to the intervention delivery design?
b. school competence during delivery?
c. school adherence to the intervention content/resources?
d. school relational factors, including engagement with trainer, and engagement with other 

staff within and across schools?

STUDY DESIGN SUMMARY

Design

Schools were clustered into groups of three or four with other schools in their local area, 
and each cluster included primary and secondary stage settings with children at transition 
points, in Years 6 and 7. Eligible students within these year groups received the intervention 
in small groups. Within each school, staff teams including a staff lead and delivery staff who 
trained and worked together throughout the programme training and implementation.

Implementation evaluation

A process evaluation to understand fidelity and quality of implementation of the Reciprocal 
Reading intervention was undertaken, guided by the MRC Framework (Moore et al., 2015). 
The Logic Model was developed for the Reciprocal Reading programme intervention 
(Figure 1), outlined previously by Cockerill et al. (2021), and was used to interrogate fidelity 
of implementation during the study. The Logic Model was interrogated to assess fidelity of 
implementation using naturally occurring data including training and support session staff 
attendance and engagement, as well as a post- intervention online staff survey. This model 
is the foundation for measurement and evaluation of this Reciprocal Reading intervention. 
Logic models have been used for at least 30 years and are commonly used in trials as a 
framework for designing a process evaluation (Connolly et al., 2017) and are recommended 
in official evaluation guidance (HM Treasury, 2011) as a method to support robust evalua-
tion. This approach was chosen as it offered a framework through which to appraise the pro-
cess of implementation and identify gaps in all the components of the Reciprocal Reading 
intervention implementation (Helitzer et al., 2010).
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ASSESSMENT PROCEDURES

Schools were provided with guidance to select eligible students from Years 6 and 7 judged 
as being ‘good readers but poor comprehenders’ in respect of their reading comprehension 
skills being relatively weaker than their reading accuracy.

Training delivery attendance records

These were provided to the evaluator by the intervention trainer as part of their naturally 
occurring data.

Support session engagement records

These were provided to the evaluator by the intervention trainer as part of their naturally 
occurring data.

Staff online survey

Each member of staff within the school team (staff lead and teaching assistant delivery staff) 
was provided with an online survey for their feedback on the Reciprocal Reading programme 
training, intervention implementation and perceived achievement of short- term outcomes. 
The survey was completed online using Survey Monkey and comprised of 39 questions. 
Likert scales mainly 4- point (strongly agree to strongly disagree) were used, including one 
question with a 3- point Likert scale (not true, partially true, very true) in relation to interven-
tion classes, and eight opportunities were provided for open- ended responses from staff.

SAMPLE

The north- east was the region in England with the highest average percentage of pupils 
eligible for free school meals (FSM) in 2018/19, with 21% compared to the national average 
of 15.7% (DfE, 2021). Eligibility for FSM was used as an indicator of socio- economic disad-
vantage. The north- east of England, which today continues to have the highest comparative 
figure of FSM in the country (DfE, 2021), was deemed a suitable area in which to conduct 
this study. All schools from this region were invited to participate in the study, and were 
eligible if willing to work in clusters of between three and four schools from their local area, 
including primary and secondary stage settings within a cluster. Thirty- five schools were re-
cruited to the study from seven Local Authority areas in the region, with a total of 10 clusters 
of 3– 4 schools working together per group.

Ethics

The study was approved through two ethics procedures. Intervention participation and data 
collection were approved by the head teachers of schools who took part in the study. The 
subsequent matching, combining and analysis of data was approved by the School of Social 
Sciences, Education & Social Work Ethics Review Board from Queen's University Belfast.
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RESULTS

A staff online survey was used to collect data in respect of staff behaviours identified in the 
Logic Model (Figure 1) and staff attitudes towards the implementation of the Reciprocal Reading 
programme. In total, valid responses were received from 41 staff who completed the survey. 
This includes staff from 26 of the 35 schools in the study (74% of the sample). Of the 41 staff 
responses, 21 were staff leads and 20 were intervention delivery staff (teaching assistants). 
Naturally occurring data from the training provider (FFTL), in respect of school staff training and 
support session attendance and engagement was also used to assess implementation fidelity.

Fidelity of implementation: Training, resources, dosage and 
team working

Staff implementation requirements identified in the logic model included: training attend-
ance, use of manual and resources, use of diagnostic tool, delivery dosage and team work-
ing. Staff attitudes towards the implementation of the Reciprocal Reading programme were 
collected in the survey. Findings suggest high fidelity of implementation in all required as-
pects identified within the Logic Model.

Following 100% training attendance, and 100% agreement that the manual and resources 
were a helpful aid during delivery, 88% of respondents confirmed being confident in their 
delivery of the Reciprocal Reading intervention and over 95% felt equipped to teach the four 
strategies. This provides evidence that participating staff believe their knowledge of compre-
hension instruction improved during training and delivery (a short- term outcome identified 
in the Logic Model). Staff self- efficacy in the delivery of the Reciprocal Reading intervention 
was evident in the survey feedback through staff reports of being confident in their ability 
to deliver the programme components, as set out by the trainer. Respondents reported 
feeling confident delivering the programme (90%) and feeling engaged when delivering the 
sessions (95%). When choosing the texts, for example, 98% of staff felt they selected the 
appropriate text at least 50% of the time. Overall school staff found the programme and the 
sessions straightforward to implement (98%).

The opinions expressed by staff indicated they held universal positive satisfaction with 
the programme. This view is further supported because respondents reported a high level of 
implementation fidelity in all areas. Evidence from the survey in respect of specific elements 
of implementation fidelity are outlined below.

Fidelity of implementation: Engagement in staff training

Naturally occurring data from the trainer in respect of training and support session attend-
ance data is also used here. Training attendance data confirmed that all 35 schools engaged 
in training and related well with the trainer throughout. All schools worked together in their 
clusters and with other clusters during training, and every school staff team engaged in the 
delivery support sessions provided by the trainer, demonstrating an ongoing relationship 
with the trainer and with their school team.

Survey findings indicate that over 98% of staff felt that the training and resources ad-
equately equipped them to deliver the Reciprocal Reading sessions. Staff strongly indi-
cated that training together with colleagues helped them to establish a common approach 
to teaching Reciprocal Reading to improve comprehension (98%). The feedback on staff 
implementation of the intervention suggests high fidelity to the training and instruction as set 
out by the external training providers (FFTL).
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Fidelity of implementation: Use of manual and resources provided

Staff made excellent use of the programme manual, and both teaching and student re-
sources. This is evidenced by all survey respondents (100%) who confirmed the manual 
and resources as helpful aids and enablers for staff during the Reciprocal Reading interven-
tion. The manual was used fully/partially throughout the programme by 100% of staff. Most 
respondents (95%) confirmed they followed the guidance provided on how to deliver the 
Reciprocal Reading intervention closely. All staff used the diagnostic tool when selecting 
eligible students for the intervention and found the diagnostic tool both helpful (84%) and 
easy to use (87%). All staff confirmed they used the manual (44% indicated they used it fully 
and 56% partially), and importantly 93% confirmed they used the Reciprocal Reading inter-
vention delivery planning template throughout the implementation period ahead of delivery 
sessions. With regards to the student texts, 98% of staff indicated using the texts (20/41 staff 
reported getting the choice of text right 100% of the time and 19/41 staff reported getting the 
choice of text right at least 50% of the time).

Fidelity of implementation: School support and school team working

School support and collaboration sessions were offered to all schools and all 35 schools 
participated. Staff survey results indicate that staff found the opportunity for training with 
colleagues across primary and secondary to be beneficial. The feedback also reported 
that 98% of staff felt training together with clusters enabled them to develop a systematic 
approach to teaching reading comprehension at transition. Support for the programme was 
evident with staff reporting they received sufficient support from the school in the delivery 
of the sessions (90%). The staff lead and teaching assistant delivery staff were encouraged 
to work collaboratively as part of the implementation of the programme. Based on the find-
ings from the surveys conducted, those involved trained together and worked collaboratively 
within the school environment to ensure the programme was delivered with fidelity. Staff 
(85%) reported meeting as a school team regularly to plan sessions and delivery (weekly 
or termly). Meeting content also included selecting texts, assessing pupil progression, and 
how students are transferring the reciprocal reading skills into the classroom and identifying 
continuing student gaps in knowledge. Some teachers reported meeting to discuss general 
challenges, groups and how to improve going forward:

… What is working well and what could do with tweaking 
(R19)

How the groups are running and we support each other with any problems we 
might have. 

(R32)

Who can we add to the intervention moving forward. 
(R40)

Staff feedback offered some noteworthy suggestions that could be used for future recom-
mendations to schools for structuring of team meetings. This is illustrated below by R37: (a) 
How the session went; (b) What went well and challenges (with text, students’ behaviour, etc.); 
(c) Strategies we can use to deal with the challenges; (d) Feedback; (e) What can we do to 
improve our next session.
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Overall, it is evident from the survey results that the working environment in the par-
ticipating schools (despite COVID- 19 interruptions and challenges faced by all schools) is 
suitable for the delivery of Reciprocal Reading (85%). All staff surveyed would recommend 
the Reciprocal Reading programme to other schools and reported that they would be happy 
to keep implementing Reciprocal Reading in their school (93%). Overall, the sample sur-
veyed enjoyed implementing the Reciprocal Reading intervention sessions with the students 
(95%), felt engaged when delivering the sessions (93%) and considered the intervention 
straightforward to implement (95%).

Fidelity of implementation: Delivery dosage

The programme manual and instruction recommends 20– 30 min weekly sessions be mod-
elled by teaching assistants, working with small groups (4– 8) of targeted students. During 
the period of implementation staff respondents reported delivering the intervention for peri-
ods of 20– 50 min and 95% delivered these at least 1– 3 times per week.

In terms of number of weeks, the recommended dosage for this intervention was a min-
imum of 10 weeks delivery, and 80% of respondents implemented the programme in 10– 
18 weeks, and the remaining 20% reported implementation over 3– 8 weeks. Staff reported 
a reduced dosage due to COVID- 19 closures throughout the period of implementation. All 
schools have confirmed their commitment to continue delivering the Reciprocal Reading 
intervention during academic year 2021– 22.

Fidelity of implementation: Promoting student behaviours

Student behaviours identified in the Logic Model included use of the four Reciprocal Reading 
strategies: (1) predicting the narrative in the next part of the text being read; (2) clarifying 
what was read, including word meanings and using dictionaries; (3) questioning the text 
to check understanding, including of themes; (4) summarising the text read. In addition, 
student behaviours in the Logic Model included students working cooperatively to use the 
Reciprocal Reading strategies (predict, clarify, question, summarise).

Fidelity of implementation: Student use of the four RR strategies

High fidelity of implementation of the four strategies that promoted student behaviours iden-
tified in the Logic Model were reported by respondents of the staff survey. Staff were asked 
whether they taught these strategies to students during the intervention sessions. In total, 
95% of respondents indicated that they both taught the strategies and that students learnt 
to implement the four strategies (39/41). When asked about each individual strategy and 
whether students became skilled at using each strategy, 100% of respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed that students acquired the skill of predicting and clarifying (41/41). With re-
gards to questioning, 90% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that students acquired 
the skill of questioning (37/41), and 95% agreed or strongly agreed that students acquired 
the skill of summarising (39/41).

Nevertheless, even though over 90% of respondents agreed that most students acquired 
the four strategies and used them during instruction, they also acknowledged that predicting 
and clarifying were easier strategies to teach than questioning and summarising. Although 
staff were asked to select which strategies were the most difficult to teach, and staff could 
select more than one strategy, a small minority of respondents selected predicting (n = 6) 
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and clarifying (n = 8) as the most difficult strategies to teach. By contrast, 18 respondents 
selected questioning and 20 respondents selected summarising as the most difficult strat-
egies to teach. Staff responses about the difficulty of teaching some of the strategies, also 
aligned with staff responses about which strategies were the most difficult for students to 
implement. Again, a minority of respondents selected predicting (n = 6) and clarifying (n = 8) 
as the most difficult strategies for students to implement, whereas 18 respondents selected 
questioning and 20 selected summarising as the most difficult strategies for students to 
implement. During opportunities for open text responses, staff explained the reasons for 
students’ difficulties when using the questioning and summarising strategies:

They don't know what questions to ask. This section tends to be more Teacher 
led to encourage deep reading 

(R1)

Children sometimes seem to struggle to generate their own questions from the 
text to ask each other and often it is teacher/TA input that is required to get dis-
cussions moving 

(R5)

They cannot grasp the idea of questioning specific words or phrases from the 
text 

(R37)

Students often find it difficult to independently summarise key parts of the text 
(R21)

Pupils find it more difficult to summarise— they add too much detail. 
(R9)

Summarise— children find it hard! 
(R10)

Staff reported that their approach to running through the sequence (predict, clarify, question, 
summarise) in every session varied depending on the text. The trainer recommends using 
the sequence (predict, clarify, question, summarise) 2– 3 times in each session. The survey 
indicated that most staff (93%) reported the sequence was implemented 1– 3 times and 71% re-
ported implementing the sequence two or more times per session. The remaining 7% reported 
that it depended on the selected text and how the pupils respond to it.

…It is a continual process and depends on how the session runs and the dis-
cussions that emerge… 

(R18)

It totally depends on the text and how the pupils respond to it. Some lessons 
it could just be once, whereas others could be more than three and up to four 
times 

(R19)
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Fidelity of implementation: Promoting student use of cooperative learning

With regards to students’ use of cooperative learning during the Reciprocal Reading ses-
sions, staff confirmed the use of cooperative learning during delivery. Staff were asked 
whether students were working cooperatively during sessions to develop independence in 
the Reciprocal Reading approach. All respondents reported that the small group delivery 
structure enabled students to work cooperatively, and 98% reported students worked well 
together during sessions to understand the text and used the strategies with confidence. 
Most respondents (95%) also reported that students allowed each other to take turns and 
contributed well to the discussion and reported that students worked in a way that promoted 
interaction and promoted inclusivity.

My group learnt to respect others’ points of views and began to take turns in 
speaking. 

(R13)

Children were able to listen to their peers’ ideas and learn how to summarise 
more succinctly. This peer modelling helped the children to learn the skill. 

(R20)

Children are beginning to lead the session themselves and are asking questions 
and making predictions independently. 

(R35)

As inferred by Social Interdependence Theory, the Reciprocal Reading strategies appear 
to have promoted both group and individual accountability during the intervention in this study 
(Johnson et al., 2010; Roseth et al., 2008).

Unanticipated benefits and challenges of the Reciprocal Reading 
intervention

Unanticipated benefits of the Reciprocal Reading intervention delivery were reported by 
staff in the survey. Some staff reported an improvement in the general classroom, particu-
larly for students who are generally quiet and reluctant to engage who had benefited from 
the intervention:

The confidence of initially quiet / reluctant to engage at first and how this has 
been transferred to the classroom 

(R1)

The children really enjoy working in a small group and often ask me about when 
we next do RR next, even though it’s the same two days every week. It gives a 
chance for some of our more quiet children to speak out with confidence 

(R13)

Two of the children are transferring their new found confidence and knowledge 
in other lessons 

(R41)
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Some staff also reported that delivering Reciprocal Reading had the added benefit of inclu-
sion with mixed ability groups.

Definitely inclusion of reluctant readers and for a SEND class to be able to ac-
cess the same texts as the mainstream classes. 

(R27)

I have had to work with mixed ability groups during lockdown and found that 
less able children were learning from the more able and went from being silent 
participants to joining in with the strategies. It worked very well 

(R30)

In addition to these welcome unanticipated benefits, the survey sought to identify any chal-
lenges to fidelity of implementation of the Reciprocal Reading intervention. Typically, staff re-
ported summarising being the most difficult strategy to teach (80% of those surveyed). Whereas 
many staff (71%) felt students completed two or more sequences of the Reciprocal Reading 
approach per session, a minority of staff noted some specific reasons for the students not 
completing the two sequences per session. As reported in the section ‘Fidelity of implemen-
tation: Student use of the four RR strategies’ above, generating questions and summarising 
sometimes proved to be a challenge for some of the students. In addition, when asked if staff 
encountered any difficulties in modelling the four strategies, the main difficulty reported was 
that of encouraging the students to lead the session.

The difficulty came in encouraging the students to take over the lead of the ses-
sions. Many answered questions well when asked directly but were reluctant to 
take the reins 

(R26)

Some teachers expressed frustration that the implementation period was impacted by is-
sues arising due to COVID- 19 and inevitability a common problem was that of school closures 
and disruptions.

I feel if we have lost so much time due to COVID and I feel confident that with 
more time, they would have developed these skills much more 

(R19)

As a school we have yet to have a clear, uninterrupted run at the reciprocal 
reading (due to COVID) 

(R26)

Despite the challenges faced by some staff, exacerbated by COVID- 19 issues during imple-
mentation, all 35 schools have confirmed their commitment to continue delivering the Reciprocal 
Reading intervention during academic year 2021– 22, and high implementation fidelity is evi-
dent from the naturally occurring data and the staff survey responses outlined in this section.

DISCUSSION

This was a well- conducted study with 35 schools working in clusters across a high pov-
erty region in England with continued engagement by the sample to July 2021 despite 
COVID- 19 pressures, including their commitment to continue their participation in the study 
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until July 2022. Previous RCT studies reported positive outcomes from the implementation 
of Reciprocal Reading, in respect of improved student overall reading including reading 
comprehension with effect sizes of between ES+0.13 and +0.25 across this transition point 
between primary and secondary stages in education (O’Hare et al., 2019; Thurston et al., 
2020).

The current study (January 2020– July 2022) was undertaken to understand whether 
knowledge mobilisation was possible across a high poverty region in England, with primary 
and secondary schools working together at transition. This study did not measure student 
outcomes at the mid- point (July 2021). Instead, an evaluation was undertaken which inter-
rogated the Logic Model for the Reciprocal Reading programme to assess fidelity of imple-
mentation of the approach within the sample of 35 schools. High implementation fidelity of 
the evidence- informed Reciprocal Reading intervention across the sample of participating 
schools was detected, using naturally occurring data of training and support attendance, 
and survey data of staff behaviours and attitudes and student behaviours.

Reading is accepted to be a complex skill composed of many parts including word- level 
and text- level skills, where the reader deciphers and receives the author's message, which 
can be affected by environmental and social conditions (Brooks et al., 2020). A recent study 
of Reciprocal Reading at transition in secondary schools found no clear correlation between 
implementation time and mean gain reading scores at the school level, suggesting that gains 
accrued by students from receiving the intervention may be better explained by integrity of 
implementation fidelity in respect of staff instruction skills and attitudes, rather than simply 
by the length of implementation delivery (Thurston et al., 2020). The current study findings 
indicate high fidelity in respect of integrity of implementation and length of implementation 
delivery across participant schools, with only a small number of schools experiencing some 
delivery issues owing to COVID- 19 pandemic disruptions.

For high- quality evidence to make a difference practitioners need to be receptive to the 
new knowledge (Brownson, 2017), and staff were near unanimous in their enjoyment of the 
Reciprocal Reading implementation, felt engaged during delivery sessions, were motivated 
to continue implementing the intervention, and would recommend it to other schools. This 
finding demonstrates practitioner buy- in from staff team members at the leadership and de-
livery level, considered important for systematic subscription of a proposed reform (Magolda 
& Ebben, 2007; Ravitz, 2010).

As discussed in the Background section in this paper, the Reciprocal Reading pro-
gramme, in terms of both staff training and classroom delivery, has a sound theoretical 
underpinning. This includes Vygotsky’s (1978) understanding of supporting learning towards 
metacognitive development and the later social interdependence theory using cooperative 
learning approaches to do this (Johnson & Johnson, 2012; Johnson et al., 2010). The prac-
tical manifestation of this theoretical underpinning has been developed in the use of coop-
erative learning structures during staff training and student learning, including through using 
the four comprehension strategies (predict, clarify, question, summarise) in the Reciprocal 
Reading programme. These pedagogical structures and strategies have been tested for 
effectiveness with positive results at transition points between the primary and secondary 
stages of schooling and have been shown to be effective at larger scale (O’Hare et al., 2019; 
Thurston et al., 2020). The key reason for the effectiveness of the Reciprocal Reading pro-
gramme and for its scalability, is its strong theoretical basis and the pedagogic behaviours 
for teachers and students based on this theory, which have been incorporated into the de-
sign of the programme as demonstrated in the logic model.

Therefore, findings from the current study indicate that in line with previous studies of 
Reciprocal Reading, it is possible to use this intervention at transition in both primary and 
secondary school settings across a wide number of schools. This is important as research 
calls for staff to work together at transition points (van Resn et al., 2018). There was staff 



18 of 22 |   COCKERILL et al.

agreement that the Reciprocal Reading intervention was necessary within their setting and 
was easy to implement with negligible effects on workload. This is encouraging, given the 
literature which suggests evidence- informed programmes are under used in education 
(Gorard, 2018) and difficult to implement with fidelity (Rolls- Reutz et al., 2020). With respect 
to secondary settings, this is particularly promising given that ‘lack of time, multiple new ini-
tiatives and time lost to setting up’ are reported issues faced by secondary staff at transition 
with early adolescents, which impede them from conducting discussions to foster critical 
reading and knowledge (La Russo et al., 2016, p. 11).

The Reciprocal Reading technique tested using RCT methods found that the form of 
cooperative learning used in Reciprocal Reading instruction to structure student learning 
showed promise, resulting in improved student reading (Thurston et al., 2020). The study 
concluded that ‘as with other forms of cooperative learning, it provides a transformative ped-
agogy with weak framing that allows students to start engaging in the classroom’ (Thurston 
et al., 2020; p. 10). The theory of change for the Reciprocal Reading programme suggests 
that staff skills and attitudes to the intervention technique should nurture student behaviours 
in cooperative learning and the use of the four Reciprocal Reading strategies to discuss 
and understand text (predict, clarify, question, summarise). The positive effects of cooper-
ative learning in respect of student outcomes are well reported in the literature (EEF, 2021; 
Johnson et al., 2000). Its theoretical underpinning suggests that certain conditions must be 
present for cooperative learning to occur, which include a shared goal structure, positive 
interdependence, individual accountability, and promotive interaction patterns (Johnson & 
Johnson, 2012). To ensure the required staff skills were acquired and implemented with high 
fidelity such that during instruction the required student structures and Reciprocal Reading 
strategies were embedded, the present study included cooperative structures for both staff 
training and implementation, and for student learning. Staff skills were embedded as all 
schools engaged fully in training together in clusters and worked together during support 
sessions. As reported by staff, the cooperative staff- training and engagement model proved 
overwhelmingly successful in equipping staff for effective delivery (98%). The cooperative 
structures designed for staff working together within school, including for planning and in-
struction, were also successfully used by staff, with the positive onward effect of staff up- 
skilling student behaviours. Consequently over 95% of staff agreed that students learnt to 
work cooperatively to use the four strategies successfully.

Adherence to the programme design was made possible through whole school buy- in, 
including head- teacher support of intervention in their school, and staff teams including 
teacher lead and delivery staff working together. Across transition stages, staff across 
schools worked effectively together through training and used standardised implementation 
resources for a systematic approach across schools. Staff competence during implementa-
tion as well as adherence to the programme content and resources were demonstrated by 
their full training attendance and engagement and by staff self- report of their resulting skills, 
which promoted the anticipated student behaviours, in line with the Logic Model design. The 
required staff relational factors were also present, including evidence indicating positive 
staff engagement with the trainer through full participation in external training and support 
sessions, and effective staff cooperative working with other staff within and across schools. 
In line with McLeod et al. (2013), all four categories necessary for the supported framework 
to promote fidelity of implementation were found to have been present: adherence to pro-
gramme design; competence in delivery; adherence to content and resources; and relational 
factors such as trainer/staff interaction and cooperative working within staff teams.

Fidelity is an indicator of implementation quality (McLeod et al., 2013) and an implemen-
tation driver (Aarons et al., 2011; Proctor et al., 2011), and the evidence used to interrogate 
the Logic Model in this study found high fidelity of implementation. Findings from this study 
are therefore consistent with the literature supporting behavioural approaches for effective 
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knowledge mobilisation. These include opportunities for participants to engage with the in-
tervention, the motivation to engage, and developing the skills to undertake the intervention 
(Langer et al., 2016), all of which were present in this study.

CONCLUSION

The language immersion of the Reciprocal Reading processes, by which complex discus-
sions about text in a cooperatively structured environment are shared, provided a conducive 
framework for struggling readers to develop their linguistic and literacy skills. Implementation 
fidelity was made possible by staff across the schools who participated from this high pov-
erty area, working together effectively enabled by the cooperative structures included in 
the programme design for both staff training and student instruction. As linguistic abilities 
come to regulate cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1978), learning the Reciprocal Reading 
strategies to have meaningful discussions and develop comprehension, including working 
cooperatively to develop these skills, is important for students who need to improve their 
reading to access the curriculum and succeed in school and beyond.

A limitation of this study is that it did not explore variation in student learning outcomes, 
and a study which explores variation in implementation alongside variation in student learn-
ing outcomes would be an important next step for future research. Nevertheless, the focus 
on the interrogation of the logic model for integrity of implementation used in this study as a 
metric for assessing knowledge mobilisation is of interest as it provides an exemplar for use 
in future research studies.

Although this study did not test student outcomes at this mid- point, it provides evidence 
that using cooperative structures in respect of staff training and staff working together at 
key points of transition within the education system can make a positive difference to the 
implementation of an evidence- informed intervention such as Reciprocal Reading, resulting 
in successful knowledge mobilisation across a region. Given that OECD reports English 
schools missed over 40 school days through COVID- 19 related closures during 2020 
(OECD, 2021), this study exemplifies how embedding evidence across a geographic region 
is possible despite the challenges faced during the pandemic.
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